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Natasha laughed and Pavel chuckled.
"Thanks for the tea, nenko" said the khokhoL
"Better hold your thanks till you've tried it," she said;
then with a glance at her son, "But maybe I'm in the
way?"
"How could a hostess be in the way of her guests?"
replied Natasha, "But do hurry and give me some tea!
I'm shivering all over and my feet are like ice." Her
tone was as plaintive as a child's.
"Right away, right away," said the mother quickly.
When Natasha had drunk her tea she gave a loud sigh,
tossed her braid over her shoulder and began to read
from the illustrated book with a yellow cover. The mother
tried to make no noise as she poured out the tea and
listened. The girl's ringing voice merged with the medi-
tative hum of the samovar, while a ribbon of tales was
unwound, all about wild men who once inhabited caves
and hunted with stones. The^ sounded like fairy tales,
and the mother kept glancing at her son, wanting to ask
him why such stories should be forbidden. But soon she
tired of following the reading and began to study the
guests furtively, so that they and her son should not be
aware of it.
Pavel was sitting next to Natasha, and he was the
handsomest of them all. As Natasha leaned over her
book, she kept pushing back the hair that fell over her
temples. With a toss of her head and a lowering of her
voice she would make remarks of her own, without look-
ing Into the book, glancing affectionately at the faces
about her. The khokhol sprawled at one end of the table
and squinted down his nose to get a look at the ends of
the moustache he was plucking, Vesovshchikov sat as
straight as a stick on his chair, his palms pushing against
his knees, his pock-marked, browless, thin-lipped face as
expressionless as a mask. He kept his narrow eyes fixed
unwinking on the reflection of his face in the shiny brass
samovar and scarcely seemed to breathe. Little Feodor
moved his lips noiselessly as he listened to the reading.

